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        It seems to him there are a thousand bars; and behind the bars, no world.

        
          ‘The Panther’, Rainer Maria Rilke
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      You were born just before Christmas. After all that hate, there you were. Being you. Staking your claim. I thought I’d see him inside you. But there was no trace of his features in your small face. You were a stranger to me, a terrifying wonder. We cried all the time. You howling in earnest, and me seeping water silently without really knowing why. It was while you slept that I dared to marvel at you: your spiky lashes wet with tears, the way your toes curled in the palm of my hand, and the smell of your flaky scalp under the surprise of your thick, dark hair. As I pressed my lips to your neck, I felt the tug of my womb contracting, a pain that connected us, a reminder that you were still a part of me.

      My mother came to the hospital. She sat as far away from you as she could. As if you were a disease. She kept glancing about her, pulling her scarf over her forehead. She said my father had taken it hard. That it would be best for everyone if I made a fresh start, away from home. After the adoption, my father would write me a cheque.

      I watched a film once about unmarried mothers having their babies stolen from them by stern-faced nuns. And if this was a film, the next scene in our story would show how I’d pleaded to keep you; how I’d refused to sign the papers and fallen to my knees as they ripped you from my arms.

      But none of this happened. You see, my darling, I was afraid: not just of my father, but of you. I’d destroyed my future by getting pregnant. That’s what my father said. Except I couldn’t give up on it. That shining future. I was hardly more than a child myself. I wasn’t ready to be a mother. They told me a couple had been found. A nice couple. Good, respectable people. I wanted to believe that it was the best, for both of us. I know better now.

      I’m sorry.

      I allowed them to bear you from me with hushed movements and averted eyes. Soft steps across a floor. Inside I was screaming, but I turned my head, not letting myself make a sound.

      I prayed then for you to carry the print of my lips on your cheek, the sound of my voice in your ear. To know that you were loved.

      My little one.

      You smelt of me, of my insides, my blood.

      I didn’t give you a name.

      Can you forgive me?
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      The small circle of my bicycle light makes the darkness around me deeper. I stop on the deserted road, leaning over my front wheel to click it off. Will’s voice speaks in my head.

      Ellie! You know how lethal these lanes are at night! 

      Oh, stop making a fuss, I tell him.

      I’m your husband, he reminds me, resigned and patient as ever, of course I want to keep you safe.

      William is a worrier. He’s not a chest-beating male. He’s the sort of man who winces barefoot over pebbles on the beach, who always drives below the speed limit, who goes back to the house to check that he really did switch the bathroom light off. I roll my eyes at the imaginary Will and he grins in his good-natured way, palms up, caught out again. Secretly, I like his fussing. It lets me be the brave one. The daredevil half of our partnership.

      There’s nothing to be afraid of out here. I haven’t seen a car since I left the village. It’s a clear night, and with the beam switched off, the world reveals its shadow-self. Strawberry fields stretch towards distant woods, an occasional farm building crouching against a starlit sky.

      I’ve left my helmet behind; it’s a relief not to have the strap yanked tight under my chin. Now tall beech hedges rise either side of me, cutting off the view, looming so high that I may as well be cycling through a tunnel. There isn’t another soul on the road. I’m the only human here in the darkness. The back of my neck prickles pleasantly, all my senses snapping into brighter focus.

      After I closed up The Old Dairy, turning the sign on the door and waving Kate goodbye, I hooked an apron around my neck and settled into an evening of baking in the tearoom kitchen, making a batch of chocolate cakes and flapjacks for tomorrow.

      I like having the place to myself after hours. While I waited for the cakes to rise, I made a cup of tea, peeling an orange and switching from Radio Four to BBC Six Music. Some infectious Latin music came on, and I stood up and experimented with some dance steps, one, two, three, one, two, three, nibbling a flapjack, debating whether to be more generous with the maple syrup next time, perhaps add something tangy like apricots.

      As my tyres swish along the tarmac, I can still smell the sugar and cinnamon on my skin, even with a March wind whistling past my ears. All around me, invisible life rustles and hunts and creeps. An owl hoots. I’m listening to my own breathing and the sounds of my bike – metal tinkle and air through spokes. I wonder if William’s out of the study yet. I hope he’s finished with work and is in bed waiting for me, glasses on the bridge of his nose as he tries not to fall asleep over a book, the cat curled at his side. I’ll slip between the sheets, scooting over next to him, my cold feet finding his warm ones, settling my head in the familiar hollow of his shoulder.

      I’m humming a bossa nova when a mechanical roar sears the quietness. The urgent sound of a car, shockingly loud. I brake and stop, putting my foot to the ground, listening. It’s coming from behind, and it’s coming too fast. Much too fast.

      Instinct kicks in. I’m off the bike in moments and bracing myself at the side of the road, horribly aware of how vulnerable I am, pinned against the darkness behind a bend in the road. The car veers around the corner, wheels squealing, loose stones scattering.

      I throw myself into the hedge. The vehicle accelerates past in a flash of metal, the headlights blinding me. Then it’s over, and I’m left in the dark, shaking, caught up in twigs and leaves.

      The driver had to be drunk. An idiot with a death wish. I frown as I listen to the revving engine fading away. But the noise turns into a sickening shriek, rubber skidding against tarmac. My insides squirm. An explosion rips the air. Then eerie silence.

      ‘God!’

      I drop the bike and run towards that empty, spinning quiet. As I round the bend, I see the bulk of the car overturned, crumpled around a tree. A monstrous shape stranded on its back. The moon sheds enough light to show the deep tracks the car has ploughed up the bank, the destroyed fence and furrows of fresh earth leading to crushed metal and splintered wood. I have to force myself to approach, heart jumping at my ribs.

      My brain scrambles to understand. I fall to my knees, pushing my way through ripped-up undergrowth and mounds of dirt to look through the upside-down window. The slumped, half-hanging figure has its face turned away.

      But I know him, know my husband, even broken and contorted in that dark space.

      The stink of petrol is overpowering. Hot metal. Bruised rubber. There’s a steady tick and hiss of something dripping. A small, removed part of me is aware of cool crushed grasses under my folded legs. My fingers are already clawing at the door handle. It’s jammed tight. A wave of earth has risen and settled against the side of the car, half-covering the glass, wedging the door shut. I clench my teeth, slam my fists against the window. ‘Will!’

      Sobs open the tightness of my throat. I can’t get at him. The front of the car has buckled, pleating as if it’s made of paper; and although the windscreen’s shattered, my access is blocked by a solid mess of tree and warped metal.

      I remember my mobile and run, stumbling back to my abandoned bike. Falling to my knees, I scrabble through my handbag, pushing past objects until I grasp the small, hard shape of my phone. Did I charge it? I hold it up, praying that I have enough signal. With shaking fingers I jab in the emergency numbers.

      ‘Help… I need help,’ I gasp. ‘An ambulance. My husband…’

      The woman at the other end is calm. She’s asking me questions. The authority of her voice pulls me into the world of names, addresses, directions, information.

      Back beside the car, I find a stone in the dirt.

      ‘Help’s coming. Do you hear?’ I hammer the rock against the passenger window, shouting to William. ‘Don’t you dare leave me. It’s going to be OK.’

      I smash with all my force, and the glass cracks, shattering into tiny pieces. Plunging my hand through, I feel a shock of pain. But I’m inside, pushing past the buckled steering wheel and dangling fabric to touch flesh. I need to find his breath. A pulse. I move my hands across the shape of Will’s face, press my fingers to his lips. Feel the gap where teeth should be. Touch something sticky. He doesn’t move.

      Desolation empties me out, bones and muscles sucked away.

      I don’t know how long I crouch on the cold earth, before my grief rises to meet the wail of the ambulance, a police car following behind. The nightmare scene around me fractures inside a pulse of blue, dancing circles of torchlight picking out details I don’t want to see.

      I let myself be led towards the waiting vehicles. Someone drapes a blanket around my shoulders. I stand while another person dabs at the blood on my wrists, patches up the cuts.

      William was supposed to be at home. He said he had marking to do, work on his book. He said he’d be in the study all evening. Why was he driving through the night like a maniac? I drop my head, exhausted. He’ll have an explanation, of course he will. My husband is predictable and steady, and he loves me.
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      I move from the bed to the sofa and back again, shuffling instead of walking, unsteady as an invalid. I sit for hours wrapped in a blanket. I’m always cold. My teeth chatter and clash. I can’t keep warm. ‘It’s the shock,’ Mary Sanders says, when she brings over her mushroom and chicken casserole for me to reheat for supper. People are being kind, and their kindness makes me weep. I can’t tell them the truth. I imagine how their faces would change, and their gestures turn awkward and stiff; how they would pity me in a different way.

      I have to feed the animals, have to collect the eggs and put the hens in their hutch at night. They are the reason that I haul myself out of bed every morning. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have the strength. The Old Dairy is closed. Kate said she’d run it on her own, get her mum in to help. But it’s simpler if we just turn the sign on the door.

      Since the police came to see me, I’ve replayed my last moments with William over and over, trying to recall any clues I missed that morning. Sunlight made the kitchen golden, blinding me at the breakfast table so I had to turn away, squinting. We sat opposite each other, not talking because he wanted to read a student’s essay, something that someone had handed in late. Red ink leaked onto his fingers. When I got up to leave, he didn’t look at me straight – his glance slipped over my shoulder instead of meeting my gaze. I didn’t notice because I was in a hurry. Now, looking back, I can see that he’d been avoiding me. But he was definite about his plans.

      ‘I’m going to shut myself in the study tonight,’ he said. ‘I’ve got papers to prepare and the wretched marking. Sorry. I won’t be any company for you, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Don’t worry. I’ll stay on at work,’ I told him. ‘Do the baking there.’

      He knew I’d say that.

       

      Where did you go, William, while I was mixing oats and honey with my fingertips, pouring melted butter from a pan? What were you doing while I sang along to a Latin song, alone in the tearoom?

       

      I stand at the sitting-room window, the blanket slipping from my shoulders, and look towards the strawberry fields, towards the lane where it happened, where thousands of ruby-red fruit hang from delicate green stems, underneath the protection of glass or inside the white tent of a polytunnel. A perfect strawberry is heart-shaped, luscious, sweet. It’s easily damaged. Anything but a delicate touch will bruise the fine, soft flesh, turn the surface dark and rotten. And I wonder if the impact of the crash was felt by all those plants, sleeping on their beds of compost.

       

      The last funeral guests leave. My face aches from having to keep it from crumpling into a howl. I haven’t eaten anything all day. I’m not sure if I’ll ever want food again. I long to lie down in darkness and close my eyes. Stay there for ever. Instead, I wander from room to room, as if I’m looking for something.

      When the doorbell rings, it startles me. I fumble with the latch, yanking it open. There’s a part of me that still expects to see William there, apologetic, rumpled, full of anxious explanations.

      But it’s David Mallory. Owner of the strawberry fields. He has a bottle of brandy in one hand, and in the other, extravagant white blooms billowing towards me – roses, lilies.

      ‘Sometimes it’s better to have company, even if you don’t want to talk.’ His voice is hesitant. ‘Tell me to go away if you’d rather be by yourself.’

      I push my hair behind my ears, making the effort to rearrange my face into something approaching human, or at least polite. He’d been at the funeral with his grown-up son, Adam, beside him. David had shaken my hand and apologised for Henrietta’s absence. ‘Another of her migraines, I’m afraid,’ he’d murmured. He’s done his bit. He doesn’t need to be here in his elegant suit, his handsome face signalling respect, proffering that ostentatious bunch of flowers. But of course, if this were the Middle Ages, David Mallory would have the title of Lord of the Manor. He plays the part, attentive towards all his people, the villagers, the common folk. He takes his duties seriously. A part of me is resentful at the intrusion, at the implication that he owes me this visit. Another is grateful for the distraction from myself.

      We sit in the kitchen, the smell of flowers between us.

      ‘Those are from Henrietta. She wanted me to bring them. She was very fond of your husband. We all were.’

      I stare at the glass cradled in my hand, fiddle with the plasters on my wrists.

      ‘How are you holding up, Ellie?’

      It’s the unexpected gentleness in his voice that undoes me. ‘OK.’ Then my face contorts, a hard sob bursting from my throat. ‘Sorry… it’s just… I can’t believe he’s really gone…’ I stop, swallowing.

      ‘I just want you to know that we’re here – Hettie and I – you’re not alone.’

      I sniff and find a hanky, blow my nose hard. ‘Thanks. Sorry. I’m just…’

      ‘I can only try to imagine what you’re feeling.’ His voice is low. ‘It was a shock to hear about the accident. The lanes around here are so quiet at night. I wondered if a tyre had blown, or…’

      ‘No…’

      David says nothing but I feel his empathy; it opens a space for my confession.

      ‘It wasn’t anything like that. The autopsy… it showed… he had alcohol in his blood. A lot of alcohol.’ I clasp my hands in my lap. ‘He was drunk. That’s why it happened. And I just don’t get it, because he didn’t drink. A glass of wine sometimes. A quick half after work. But he wasn’t a drinker.’

      I’m waiting for shock or disapproval, disgust even. But David is nodding. ‘I remember. He would never accept that second glass.’ He frowns. ‘Had anything upset him? Anything that might have made him want to… I don’t know, drown his sorrows?’

      ‘No,’ I blurt the word out, then squeeze my hands. ‘Nothing as far as I know. And to get into a car when he was over the limit?’ I shake my head. ‘He wasn’t wearing his seatbelt. I don’t understand. He always, always wore a seatbelt.’

      I bite the edge of my nail, rip it away. A tiny pain. I’m talking too much. But it’s such a relief to tell someone. I just didn’t expect it to be David Mallory.

      ‘I’m sorry.’

      I raise my eyes to meet his. Steady, blue with a pale ring of yellow around the iris. His gaze invites me in.

      ‘William was the most cautious person I know.’ I blink back tears. ‘None of this makes sense.’

      ‘I wish I could help.’

      I try to smile. Take a sip of my drink. It burns in my chest.

      ‘William was a good man.’ David leans closer. ‘I’m sure he could clear up our questions in a moment, if he was here.’

      My throat tightens. I nod. It’s all I can manage.

      He turns the glass in his hands. ‘Do you remember when you came to supper, just after you’d moved in? Hettie said what a lovely couple you were. How refreshing it was to have new people in the village. Clever, funny, interesting people.’ He fixes me with his gaze. ‘You were married a long time, weren’t you?’

      ‘Twenty-two years.’

      ‘Almost as long as me and Hettie.’

      ‘David, you know what it’s like here… how people like to talk…’

      He looks at me.

      I swallow. ‘Don’t tell anyone, will you? About him being drunk.’

      ‘Of course not.’ He clears his throat. Looks at his watch. ‘I can’t stay much longer. Henrietta’s still in bed,’ he smiles. ‘She would have made the perfect Victorian with her nervous headaches.’ His brow furrows. ‘But she’s been getting them a lot recently. I think this time it’s more than nerves. I’ve persuaded her to see a specialist.’

      Henrietta and David were the first people to invite me and Will over after we’d moved to the village. ‘Just a casual supper,’ Henrietta said, ‘don’t bring anything.’ We’d pulled up outside Langshott Hall at five to eight, and turned to each other with raised eyebrows. ‘They live here? Looks like something belonging to the National Trust,’ I’d joked. And William had ducked his head to look up at the pale stone and shining windows, and given a low, appreciative whistle.

      This is a tight-knit community, slow to welcome newcomers. It made a difference, having Henrietta and David’s approval. Since then we’d always been included on their party list, even though we’re not exactly their set. They go to polo matches, holiday in Venice, ski in St Moritz. But there are always connections if you look hard enough, even between the most unlikely people. It turned out Henrietta’s passion is local history. William, as a historian, offered to help her when she wrote a pamphlet on the village. They wandered around the church together taking notes, spent hours poring over old maps and documents. She illustrated the pamphlet with her own photographs, which surprised me. She didn’t seem the artistic sort. But William said she had a good eye for composition.

      It’s easy to misjudge people. And I remember how Will and I had thought David part of the establishment. An Old Etonian, we’d guessed. Completely charming but a bit dense about real life. Not someone you could ever be close to.

      David puts his empty glass on the table. ‘I’d better get back.’ He reaches for his jacket hanging on the back of the chair. ‘If you need anything, Ellie, anything at all. You know where I am.’

      We stand up at the same time, and I stumble against my chair as I move to shake hands. But his arms are around me. After the first shock, my chin comes to rest against his chest. He smells of freshly laundered cotton, the subtle spice of his cologne. He’s taller and leaner than William, his body unfamiliar, but warm and alive. The loneliness of my future washes over me like a cold wave. He gives a supportive squeeze and steps away. I feel unbalanced on my own, as if I’ll topple over.

       

      Next morning, daylight falls on dusty carpets, unwashed cups and the pile of unopened mail on the hall table. I can’t give in to lethargy any longer, can’t ignore life. The tearoom has been shut for too long. I need to get on with living, however hard it is. I’ll start with the mail, I think. Fuelled by a strong coffee, I scoop up envelopes and take them into the kitchen to open at the table. It’s bills mostly. Some more cards of condolence. I leave the bank statement till last. It was William that dealt with our personal finances, even though I was better at maths. I had my hands full with running The Old Dairy.

      The end balance is much lower than I had expected. There must be a mistake. I frown, tracing the figures with my finger, money out and money in. Nothing seems to be amiss, except that the start balance is also very low. Upstairs in William’s study, I haul the bank folders out from under the desk. I find my answer in the first statement. Last month there was a withdrawal of five thousand pounds. Cash.

      I sit back in the chair and rub my forehead. I don’t understand. I dial the number of the bank, and eventually I’m put through to one of the staff who assures me that, no, there is no mistake. The money was taken out by William in person.

      I put the receiver down and sit staring at the phone, as if the dead mouthpiece is going to leap up and speak, giving me answers. I switch on his computer and tap in his password. It works. He’s had the same one for years. I trawl through endless messages. It’s all academic business and run-of-the-mill stuff. Nothing about finances. I don’t get it. What did he need the money for? Why cash, for heaven’s sake?

      His wallet is on the chest of drawers in our room, familiar, battered leather, stained with age. He’d had it in his pocket the night he died. I open it, half expecting wads of notes to fall out. There’s only a grubby tenner tucked inside. I empty the wallet, checking through a couple of bank cards, library card, coins, pulling out a few crumpled receipts. Nothing but small purchases. Books. Cinema seats. Petrol.

      No new gadgets have appeared in the house. There are no plane tickets falling onto the doormat. Something stirs in my gut. I place my hands over my belly, pressing hard as if I can stop the anger that’s growing inside me.

      What were you playing at, William? What were you thinking? 

      I find his battered mobile phone and charge it up. It was given back to me sticky with his blood. Now I wonder if it holds answers. When a bar of battery shows, I scroll through his recent calls and text messages. Nothing unusual jumps out. Messages telling me Coming home now, W X. Asking Anything to eat? Starving. His familiar shorthand making my throat ache.

      Frustrated, I abandon the phone and root around inside the drawers of the dresser, yanking them open, tossing clothes aside, checking right to the back and in all the corners. Rolled up socks. A ball of string. A marble. I open the wardrobe, smelling the warm, musty scent of my husband as I lean into his old tweed jackets and corduroy trousers, slipping my hand into pockets. I find a couple of clean cotton hankies, a button, stubs of pencils, a stone with a hole in.

      I don’t know what I’m expecting to come across. A diamond ring? An order for a new roof?

      I stand on tip-toes to pull down the stacks of old shoe boxes from the shelf inside the wardrobe, ripping lids off, scattering contents over the floor. Old photographs. Unworn shoes stuffed with tissue. Letters from his parents, long since dead, the envelopes fading with age. Academic magazines. I rifle through everything, my heart beating. Nothing. I lie flat on the floor to look under the bed, sneezing at the dust that rises from an old cricket bat, a disused fan heater, a pair of musty walking shoes still encrusted with dried mud.

      I stare around me, noticing a water stain on the ceiling, a line of green mould tracing the window sill, a cobweb with a fly trapped in the middle. Things have been rotting around me, disintegrating. I ball my hands into fists. Why did he get into the car roaring drunk? A problem at work? The appearance of a disreputable old friend? Or was he in trouble, and hadn’t told me?

      Wrenching open the deep drawer at the bottom of the wardrobe containing Will’s sports clothes, I pull out trunks and goggles untouched by chlorine. William had never been one for exercise, although his New Year resolution each year had been the same – to take up swimming or running or tennis – and sometimes he’d actually managed it for a day or two before he gave it up, never to be mentioned again. The drawer was really a terrible waste of space. Behind a crumpled, clean pair of tracksuit bottoms, there’s a bag I don’t recognise – a soft weekend bag.

      When I pull the zipper its contents spill into my hands like guts. Women’s clothes: cream trousers and knickers spewing out of the stuffed interior. I pinch the edges of a cashmere sweater with my fingertips, holding it away from me; a lacy nightdress insinuates itself across my knees, its folds silken and clinging. I push it off with panicky shoves. There’s an unfamiliar perfume – roses, amber – as if another woman is leaning close, her breath against my cheek. I’ve begun to tremble as I poke inside a striped wash-bag, amongst pots of face creams and a toothbrush. I find a hairbrush. Long hairs caught in the bristles. Not mine. None of this is mine. I throw the brush from me with a cry, and it falls with a clatter in the corner of the room. I put my hand to my face, lurching to my feet. Bile rises, filling my throat.

      In the bathroom, I grip the rim of the sink, staring at the small dark mouth of the plug hole. I can smell sewers, the foul stench of drains. My forehead is clammy. I didn’t expect this. Not William. How could he? I turn the cold tap and lean into the rush of water, splashing my face, slurping from my cupped palms. I feel as though I’m hallucinating, as if everything I’ve ever known is made of paper and is blowing away in the wind.
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      When did Will and I last have sex? Had there been a clue inside that intimacy, inside the way he’d touched me, something different that would have told me that he was seeing someone else? And then I realise. The clue is that I can’t remember.

      We’d stopped having regular sex. We were comfortable, cosy. We cuddled. We switched off the light and yawned. He’d held my hand under the covers, murmuring goodnight before he turned over and went to sleep. I hadn’t worried about it. We’d been married for years. We were content. Our relationship hadn’t been based on passion, not even at the beginning. We loved each other. We were friends.

      But it was a lie. Our contentment. Our friendship. William had been bored with our life – with me.

       

      The aroma of coffee and freshly baked cakes fills the room. Sunlight slips through the big glass windows, catching the steam rising from cups of tea. The Old Dairy smells and looks as it always has, a friendly, cheerful place to relax and eat delicious carbohydrates. Standing here at the counter, watching my customers sipping their drinks and chatting, it’s as if nothing has changed.

      ‘Good to have the place open again,’ John Hadley calls over to me, taking his hat off as he pulls out a chair at the window table.

      Mary Sanders and Barbara Ackermann are sitting together, having an animated discussion. One fleshy and square, solid in her sense of self, the other tiny, narrow boned, nervous. Mary waves in my direction. ‘Two more cappuccinos over here, Ellie.’

      I pour cold milk into a jug, zapping it with steam. The liquid sucks and froths. Milk has to get to 140 to 160 degrees for a perfect cappuccino. I texture the top of the drink, and bang the jug to get rid of any bubbles. Then I make two espressos, pouring the milk into them, sprinkling chocolate over the top, swirling it into two hearts.

      William is dead. 

      My husband was having an affair. 

      The thoughts are inside my head, clashing like cymbals. Irene Morris is hovering by the counter, frowning through her glasses, trying to decide whether to buy a flapjack to take home with her. I’m not listening. I’m staring at Kate instead, as she sashays over to Mary and Barbara’s table, bending to place the cups before them. I watch her reach a hand behind to tug at the hemline of her very short, short skirt. She has the slim, muscular legs of a girl who once played in netball teams, and now spends Thursday nights dancing jive.

      It couldn’t be Kate, could it? She wears purple shadow on her lids and heavy black eyeliner winging out in Cleopatra flicks. Her sartorial style and her frightening make-up habits would have been incomprehensible to William.

      Kate turns and catches me staring. She gives me a cheerful grin. Red lipstick glinting. I’m ashamed. Of course Kate wasn’t the other woman. She’d never do that to me. Besides, there’d been no sparkly tops or micro skirts amongst the clothes.

      I’d thrown the bag and its contents away. Tipped the lot into a bin liner and flung it deep into the dustbin. I’d felt sick letting the fabrics touch my skin. They’d clung and caught at my fingers, leaving a faint scent of perfume and leather. The clothes disgusted me, horrified me. As I slammed the lid, a thought occurred, paralysing me for a second: had these clothes belonged to him? Had William been a cross-dresser? I’d laughed out loud. A shaky laugh. The idea was even more ludicrous than my husband having an affair. None of the clothes would have fitted him. They were all size eight.

      I close my eyes. Whoever she is, knowing her identity won’t help. I have to move on. Such a slick cliché. I have no idea how to put it into action. Why was the bag in our house? Did he bring her there, sleep with her in our bed? The idea is impossible. I can’t move on with all these unanswered questions. But without William, I’ll never have answers.

      The bell above the door trembles, and I glance up to see Brigadier Bagley come in, except this isn’t the ex-army man I know, the man with The Times under his arm, striding with confidence, immaculate in his tweed suit. This new brigadier stumbles over the threshold and sinks into the nearest chair, hands feeling before him as if he’s gone blind. His skin is waxy. I hurry over, crouching beside him. ‘Are you all right?’

      He closes his colourless eyes and shakes his head.

      ‘Shall I call Doctor Waller?’ Kate bends close to the brigadier. ‘Have you got a pain in your chest? Are your fingers tingling?’

      He stares up blankly.

      ‘What is it?’ I touch his arm.

      ‘I’ve just come from the Mallorys’.’

      I can sense Mary and Barbara behind me falling silent, honing in on the drama. Kate goes away and comes back, places a glass of water on the table. The brigadier raises it to his lips, takes a couple of gulps.

      Kate gives me an anxious look over his head.

      ‘It’s Henrietta…’ He rubs his temples. ‘I can’t take it in. I’ve known her since she was a baby. Watched her being christened.’

      ‘Has something happened?’ Mary’s voice is sharp.

      She and Barbara have abandoned their coffees to cluster around.

      ‘Cancer,’ he says, his voice so low I can hardly hear him.

      ‘How awful.’ Kate puts her hands over her mouth.

      ‘It doesn’t have to be the end of the world. Is she in hospital?’ Barbara is a cancer survivor herself. ‘Can they operate… give treatment?’

      I’m shrinking from the reality of it. I can’t deal with any more horror. Brigadier Bagley’s chin concertinas into his neck. His fingers tremble on the table. ‘They didn’t catch it in time. She’s being cared for at home. There’s nothing to be done.’

      Those headaches. I remember David telling me that he was going to insist that she see a specialist. I caught a glimpse of her about a week before William’s accident; she’d been driving past the duck pond on the village green. She’d waved to me, huge sunglasses in place, her profile framed with a sweep of immaculate hair, like a latter-day Jackie Onassis.

      I can’t believe that this has happened. Henrietta seemed so blessed, so protected inside her gilded world; I’d thought of her as someone who couldn’t be touched by ordinary tragedies, by the ugly, cruel things in life.

       

      I make a madeira cake and pick a bunch of flowers from my garden. Outside the entrance to Langshott Hall, I lean out of my window to press a buzzer; tall metal gates swing open and my tyres crunch over gravel up the winding drive to the Georgian house. I’ve only been here on social occasions when the place was brightly lit and David stood on the doorstep to welcome his guests, a clink of glasses and murmur of polite conversation drifting into the night. Now it’s strangely deserted. I stand by the solid front door and rap the brass knocker. The peonies I picked this morning spill over my hands; the touch of their cool, satiny petals is reassuring. I realise I’m nervous.

      A dark-haired girl opens the door and accepts my gifts with a nod of thanks. She doesn’t introduce herself. ‘Mr Mallory. He’s not in.’

      I feel a disconcerting mix of relief and disappointment. Standing here on the threshold, the cavernous interior of the house is silent. Over the aroma of beeswax and dog, I can smell illness, the sour tang of it, rotting flowers, disinfectant, airless rooms.

      On the drive home, I remember how I threw handfuls of dirt onto my husband’s coffin, and now I’m afraid David will be doing the same for his wife. Yet only a little while ago none of us had any idea of the disaster lurking in the shadows, waiting to spring like a hungry wolf.

       

      News of Henrietta’s death comes just three weeks later. The village is in shock. Tragedy creates a ravenous appetite for comfort food, and the tearoom is packed every day; I can’t keep up with the demand for chocolate cake and custard tarts.

      The Mallory family have a small, private funeral. A cremation. Henrietta’s ashes scattered on the land she’d loved. But when her memorial is held a few days later, there are crowds of mourners. Everyone from the village is there, crammed into the church. Those who can’t squeeze into the building stand in the graveyard. I spot one familiar face after another. Barbara sits next to me, weeping into her hanky. ‘She was an inspiration to me.’ She grabs my fingers and squeezes painfully. ‘She reminded me of Princess Di. The beautiful people always seem to die young, don’t they?’

      Brigadier Bagley reads Psalm 23, his normal parade-ground voice weak with grief; He makes me lie down in green pastures. Barbara whispers that the brigadier was close friends with Henrietta’s parents, that he’d known her all her life. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.

      As we leave the church, Barbara clutches my elbow for support. ‘At least she was happy – loved. David was always so protective. Do you remember when she fractured her wrist? He fussed around so much you would have thought she was made of china.’ She sighs wistfully. ‘It must be nice to have someone to care for you like that.’ Her hand flies to her mouth, face a mask of horror. ‘Oh! Listen to me! When you’ve just lost your husband.’

      I pat her arm. ‘It’s all right.’

      Surrounded by people keeping a respectful distance, David and Adam stand together. Rachel, David’s daughter, is dressed in an elegant black suit, eyes hidden behind dark glasses. She leans against her husband for support. I can’t see their little girl, Pip. She must have stayed at home. Adam stares at the ground, shoulders hunched. But David faces the crowd, his face tight and pale. His jaw hard against the emotion that he must be fighting to contain. David isn’t the sort of man to cry in public. I want to comfort him, as he comforted me. I know how much he must be hurting inside.

      Afterwards, I nearly ring a couple of times – but hang up at the last minute, not wanting to seem too familiar. Unlike me, he has his children, his family to turn to. There’s no reason why he’d want to talk to me. I didn’t know Henrietta as a friend. We were only ever acquaintances.

      Over the following months I serve him at the tearoom, and we make meaningless small talk across the counter. The summer season at The Old Dairy is busy, and I’m grateful for the work, and for my exhaustion. Autumn comes, turning the beech hedges gold, my garden damp and misty, rotten apples dropping from the trees in the abandoned orchard. I glimpse David at a distance, in the village, driving past, once or twice with Pip, his grandchild. But we are never alone, and after a while it becomes harder to remember that hug in my kitchen, how close I felt to him.

      I spend my first Christmas without William. Kate invites me to have lunch with her family, but I know that spending time in that small house packed with relatives will make me feel even more isolated when I go home. I wonder if this is how it’s always going to be, and I try not to cry, not to sink into self-pity. I hardly think about David at all now. He’s retreated into being David Mallory again, his veneer of wealth and charm in place, bright and impenetrable as glass.
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      Then after the daffodils have opened and the raw edge of winter has gone, he rings.

      ‘I’ve been thinking about you,’ he says.

      I nearly drop the receiver.

      ‘It’s been a difficult time. I was wondering… well, you’ve always been so kind to Pip whenever I’ve brought her into the tearoom… I thought perhaps you might like to come with us to the circus?’

      ‘The circus?’

      ‘To be honest,’ he’s saying, ‘you’d be doing me a favour. It was always Henrietta who knew how to do these things. And I think…’ he falters. ‘It would make it seem more… normal if there were two of us there with Pip.’

      He sounds nervous. I didn’t think David Mallory could be nervous. I hate circuses. I would pay good money not to go to one.

      ‘Of course,’ I find myself saying. ‘Of course I’d love to come.’

       

      And so here I am, oohing and aahing with the rest of the audience as I gaze up to watch a man arching through space, arms extended to link hands with a woman swinging to meet him in mid-air. My stomach contracts as the spangled woman lets go, looping into a shining somersault, turning inside the suspended breaths of upturned faces.

      I glance over at David. He’s watching me with a serious expression. I swallow, suddenly shy. But then he’s bending down to talk to Pip, his hand ruffling her hair.

      The noise of children’s voices under the Big Top is like a flock of squabbling starlings. Clowns come cavorting into the ring. With a sigh of pleasure, Pip slips her small hand into my own. The childish fingers, sticky with candyfloss, tighten as a clown stops in front of us and aims a hose in our direction. We have ringside seats, and I brace myself for a soaking. The clown’s painted smile stretches as coloured paper streamers come shooting out. Pip squeals in delight. David gives me a conspiratorial wink across her head.

      And that’s it. The moment that gives me hope I could have a life again. I smile back at him. And gratitude, mixed with something that feels like joy, unfurls in my chest.

      As the clowns posture and joke around the edges of the ring, men in overalls are busy in the background erecting a large round cage with high sides. The last of the clowns has left, tripping over his big, flapping feet, and the tent darkens, a spotlight hitting the interior of the cage. A man with a blond plait steps into the ring, clutching a whip. A woman skips in after him, one arm raised in a salute. Both of them stand together and take a brief bow. The audience stops clapping, laughter fades. A drumbeat begins.

      Pip gasps, bouncing in her seat as a lion prowls into the ring. He’s a big male with a shaggy mane growing halfway down his spine. The creature’s ribs show through its dusty coat. Pip is transfixed, her thumb in her mouth.

      ‘I didn’t think they allowed animal acts like this nowadays?’ I whisper to David.

      ‘This is one of the last big cat shows,’ David whispers back. ‘The whole tradition is on its way out.’

      ‘Good. I hate seeing animals in cages.’

      ‘Me too.’ David grimaces.

      The lion-tamer cracks his whip, and with a snarl, the lion takes a lazy spring onto one of the stools arranged around the outside of the cage. Four more male lions enter the ring.

      All five sit back on their haunches and paw the air, like gigantic kittens playing with dangling ribbons. The audience claps. I glance at Pip, watching with round eyes. Another snap of the whip and the biggest lion gets down into the sawdust and springs through a glittering hoop. The nearest one is twitching the end of its tail, jerking the tufted plume back and forth, its ears laid flat. In a domestic cat, these would be warning signs.

      Even though I’ve been watching, I hardly register when it happens. Substance is transformed into shadow, powering through dust particles, a flight of claws and teeth. The lion has launched itself with a gigantic spring towards the top-most height of the cage. It’s landed on the back of the female trainer, all four hundred pounds of it, pinning her to the ground. There is a second where the whole tent is silent. And then, like a wounded child catching its breath, the screaming begins.

      The lion-tamer spins around. He lashes out with his whip. The beast crouches low over the body of the woman, and opens its mouth in a roar. The sound is deep and savage; more than a warning; it’s a cry of pain, of endless enduring, the cry of something held captive for too long. The whip slices across its back. It doesn’t flinch. The other lions on their stools are restless, weaving from side to side. One’s jumped down and is prowling backwards and forwards behind the lion-tamer. Outside the cage, dark figures gather around a huge hose; a water jet spurts onto one of the lions, startling him, but the stream of water catches the tamer too, and he slips and falls to his knees.

      Most of the audience has got to their feet; some have scrambled over rows of chairs to get further back from the ring. Parents hold younger children in their arms. Yet nobody can leave, nobody can take their eyes off the spectacle unfolding before them. The woman isn’t moving. She’s a limp rag flung to the ground, blonde hair tangled around her head, one hand flung up as if in submission.

      I don’t remember seeing another man getting into the cage, but there he is. Tall, with thick grey-streaked hair, a weathered face. He isn’t dressed to perform. There’s no braid, or gold buttons, or bright capes. The man slips through the fraught atmosphere. He ignores the hysterical tamer, the rushing water and prowling creatures, and moves softly towards the fallen woman and her captor, keeping his body sideways, not making eye contact with the animal. The lion roars. I imagine the hot gale of its breath, the meaty stink of its throat. The quiet man turns slowly to face the lion. He holds out his hand, as you do to a strange dog. The man seems to be steadying the moment, halting the fall into catastrophe. I hold my breath. The lion has its lips curled in a snarl; it slinks forward, ears pricking. I wait for it to spring.

      The creature crumples to the ground. I blink, not understanding. It rolls over at the man’s feet, showing the softness of its stomach, eyes staring blindly, mane darkened and soaked by puddles. The woman and the lion lie apart, both completely still. With an intake of breath, I see that she’s been clawed: angry colour seeps through her jacket, the fabric ripped and stained with blood. The tall man bends close to the fallen lion, his hand brushing the lolling head regretfully, and then he’s kneeling over the woman. My view is blocked as others crowd around them, and I notice someone holding a tranquilliser gun over their shoulder.

      ‘Let’s get out of here.’ David is standing, Pip clasped against his hip, her arms around his neck. She’s taken her thumb out, a wet, pink curl by her open mouth.

      ‘Did the lion want to eat the lady?’

      David touches her cheek. ‘Of course he didn’t want to eat her, sweetheart. He was playing a game. That’s all.’

      David’s already muscling his way through the crowd with Pip in his arms. I glance back at the cage, my eyes scanning the people inside, but I can’t see the tall man any more. What kind of person dares to approach an angry lion? I follow David, stumbling over an empty drink can, suddenly tired. The shock of what’s just happened has drained me of energy. I see the same effect on the faces around me.

      David bobs ahead, Pip over his shoulder. I struggle through the milling bodies and find them outside waiting. An ambulance draws up, lights flashing.

      ‘Will the lady die?’ Pip is asking. ‘Was the lion dead?’ She presses her hands around David’s head, flattening her palms over his ears.

      ‘No,’ David reassures her. ‘The lady will go to hospital to be mended. And the lion was just sleeping. See,’ he glances around at me for confirmation. ‘It’ll be all right, darling. Nothing to be scared of. Just a silly lion playing a silly game.’



OEBPS/imagedata/title.jpg
Her trust in him
will put her life in danger

author of

The Twins

‘Immersive, gripping, will pull at your heartstrings’
International bestselliig author Gilly Macmillan &8






